The British poet Peter Reading's collection C (1984) is a sequence of 100 100-word compositions about cancer. Set in a hospice, it documents the suffering of imagined characters adjusting to a terminal diagnosis. C comprises different forms, including limerick, sonnet, acrostic, choriamb, haiku and tanka, 100 variations of the same essential material. The formal restlessness indicates a bind between potential and restriction, where poetry's forms embody physical changes that can be ameliorative or degenerative. Since C's lifespan is known in advance, the main narrator, who has abdominal cancer, confides that although his mental wellbeing 'demands lies', or the 'comfort of make-believe games -// such as this one that I play now in distich, almost pretending / verse has validity', poetry is ultimately 'fuck-all use here, now.' 1 C concentrates, in its mercilessly restricted way, the issue of the value of poetry, or the values of poetry, in the experience of serious illness. The narrator here suggests that although imagination and metre have merit in their capacity to obscure reality, they are insufficiently illusory. At times, however, cancer demands that poetry provide not medicinal escapism, but resistance. In a review of A Hospital Odyssey, the Welsh poet Gwyneth Lewis's epic poem from 2010, M. Wynn Thomas suggests that behind the poem 'lies the author's recent experience of her husband Leyton's successful fight against cancer, [which is] shadowed in turn by her father's earlier unsuccessful battle with the same disease.' 2 The synonyms used here, 'fight' and 'battle', are two elements of the most common discourse around cancer, which has become so prevalent that its effect is usually anything but energizing. In his posthumously published memoir Mortality, Christopher Hitchens addressed this language head-on:
7
Fierce Verse: Cancer and Imaginative Redress Myself, I love the imagery of struggle. I sometimes wish I were suffering in a good cause, or risking my life for the good of others, instead of just being a gravely endangered patient. [But] when you sit in a room with a set of other finalists, and kindly people bring a huge transparent bag of poison and plug it into your arm, and you either read or don't read a book while the venom sack gradually empties itself into your system, the image of the ardent soldier or revolutionary is the very last one that will occur to you. You feel swamped with passivity and impotence: dissolving in powerlessness like a sugar lump in water.
In identifying how a passive experience locates an active metaphor, Hitchens's argument reveals something of how metaphorical thinking operates. According to George Lakoff and Mark Johnson's study Metaphors We Live By, the essence of metaphor is 'understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another '. 6 One thing is transported into another thing; but in standing its ground, cancer's battle metaphor may also claim the status of Peggy Phelan's assessment in Unmarked: The Politics of Performance: 'Metaphor works to secure a vertical hierarchy of value and is reproductive; it works by erasing dissimilarity and negative difference; it turns two into one.' 7 Whether metaphor is exchange or conflation, asserting the battle metaphor in itself may seem to constitute an opposition to the disease, but the possible risk involved with that repeated declaration is complacency. As Lakoff and Johnson argue, An objectivist might grant that digest an idea was once a metaphor, but he would claim that it is no longer metaphorical. For him it is a "dead metaphor," one that has become conventionalized and has its own literal meaning.
